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Coercive Control: Crucial Legal Changes and
Police Training
The disappearance of Gabby Petito in late August of 2021 received nationwide coverage, so much so that it led
some to wonder why she was getting so much more attention than prior missing persons had.[1] Almost a month
after her family reported her missing, medical examiners revealed the grim result of her autopsy: strangulation.[2]
Petito’s fiancé, Brian Laundrie, became the prime suspect. Soon enough, stories behind their seemingly pictureperfect relationship shed light on what else may have been going on behind closed doors.[3] One of Gabby’s
friends reported that Brian was extremely jealous and at times controlling over her.[4] She gave examples such as
one time when Brian stole Gabby’s ID because he did not want her going out.[5] Another time, Brian made Gabby
stop sharing her location with her friends.[6] This controlling behavior can also be seen in the bodycam video
when Gabby told the officer that she was worried that he would leave without her in their van. [7]
This dashcam footage was quickly seen by many and illustrated one of the couple’s last days together. Gabby was
seen to be “uncontrollably crying” and told the police that she and Brian had been “fighting all morning.”[8]
Petito can be heard explaining her OCD and blaming herself for what had happened. [9] Because Petito admitted
that she had slapped Brian and Brian pointed to the visible marks on his body, they framed her as the abuser.[10]
This illustrates one of the most common misconceptions of domestic violence, that it is solely physical violence.
[11]Gabby Petito’s story has emphasized how pertinent it is for more expansive laws to be enacted and for police
officers to have mandatory training in this unfortunately common situation.
There have been many studies conducted in recent years that illustrate the severity of domestic violence in the
United States and around the world. The National Coalition Against Domestic Violence (NCADV) statistics show
that “nearly 20 people per minute are physically abused by an intimate partner in the United States. [12] The
CDC’s 2015 National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey measured intimate partner violence based on
four different types, namely sexual violence, stalking, physical violence, and psychological aggression.[13] The
results were staggering and illustrated that “1 in 4 women and 1 in 10 men experienced contact sexual violence,
physical violence, and or stalking by an intimate partner.”[14] One increasingly common form of domestic
violence is coercive control. Coercive control can be defined as “a systematic pattern of behavior that establishes
dominance over another person through intimidation, isolation, and terror-inducting violence or threats of
violence.”[15] The CDC’s National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey defined coercive control as
“behaviors that are intended to monitor and control or threaten an intimate partner” and further provided
examples such as “ke[eping] you from having your own money, from seeing or talking to family or friends, [and]

ke[eping] track of [you] by demanding to know where you were and what you were doing.”[16] Brian’s desire to
keep Gabby from going out, Brian forcing her to stop sharing her location with friends, Gabby fearing that she
would be left in the Utah desert alone, and Gabby blaming her mental health issues on herself can surely be
classified under the coercive control category of domestic abuse.[17]
At this point, however, the majority of states do not have coercive control included in their domestic violence
statutes.[18] Only Hawaii, California and Connecticut have codified coercive control into their state laws and a
couple other states have proposed bills to their state legislatures.[19] California’s statute states that coercive
control “is a pattern of behavior that in purpose or effect unreasonably interferes with a person’s free will and
personal liberty.”[20] Some examples that are included are: “(1) Isolating the other party from friends, relatives,
or other sources of support, (2) Depriving the other party of basic necessity; (3) Controlling, regulating, or
monitoring the other party’s movements, communications, daily behavior, finances, economic resources, or access
to services; (4) Compelling the other party by force, threat of force, or intimidation, including threats based on
actual or suspected immigration status, to engage in conduct from which the other party has a right to abstain or
to abstain from conduct in which the other party has a right to engage.”[21] This change in law has already taken
place in other countries including England, Scotland, and Wales.[22] The altercation between Gabby and Brian
took place in Moab, Utah, of which there is no coercive control statute. If there was, it is possible that the horrible
outcome may have been different. It is essential for all states to broaden their definitions of coercive control,
especially after seeing what happened to Gabby.
In addition, it is also imperative that police officers have more training in this regard. If the police at the
scene had more training in domestic violence and knew the signs of domestic abuse, it is entirely possible that this
may have been avoided. [23] This type of training has already begun in some countries such as in Scotland, where
police are trained so that they can more readily identify victims of domestic violence.[24] One study that was done
on trained police officers in England found the results to be very positive.[25] The research found that “force-wide
training to raise awareness of issues in the policing of domestic abuse and of the crime of controlling or coercive
behavior was associated with a 41 per cent increase in arrests for controlling or coercive behavior.”[26] This type
of training should be implemented by police in the United States to better recognize and hold those coercive
control abusers accountable for their actions to ensure that they do not get away with it just because the scars may
not be visible.
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